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Abstract
Para-social presence is investigated in this research study to determine its effects on the
consumer decision journey. Attachment styles are also taken into consideration as a possible
influence on establishing para-social presence. This study specifically looks at an internet
personality’s social media platforms, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube, and her social media
marketing efforts for the release of her new book, Almost Adulting. This study found statistically
significant relationships between increasing level of para-social presence across Twitter,
Instagram, and YouTube. Further, the study found that para-social presence has a positive
correlation with consumers’ initial consideration, purchase decision, and post-purchase
experience. Finally, it revealed that para-social presence is negatively correlation with
consumers’ active evaluation. These findings are valuable for marketers looking for new ways to
strengthen their brand and drive sales.
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Introduction
Social media have become an increasingly prevalent channel of communication in recent
years. In fact, according to Pew Research Center, the percentage of U.S. adults who use at
least one social media platform has increased from 5% in 2005 to 69% in 2016. Further,
“around seven-in-ten Americans use social media to connect with one another, engage with
news content, share information and entertain themselves” (Pew, 2016, para.1). Considering
the large population on social media platforms and the various tasks that they are used for,
these new channels of communication are certainly ones that advertisers can use to their
advantage. Social media is a new tool for targeting potential customers, especially young
adults between 18 to 29 years old, 90% of whom use at least one social media platform (Pew,
2016, para.3). This paper will look into how social media have revolutionized marketing and
the effects that they have on consumer behavior.
Literature Review
Without a doubt businesses are starting to incorporate social media platforms, such as
Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube, into their marketing strategies. Companies now have new
channels of communicating to their customers, and these channels have redefined the stages of a
consumer’s purchase process. With traditional marketing, such as print, radio and television ads,
the consumer purchase process was conceptualized as a funnel metaphor. This means that
marketing strategies were based on the assumption that “consumers start with a set of potential
brands and methodically reduce the number to make a purchase” (Court, Elzinga, Mulder, &
Vetvik, 2009, p.3). The funnel metaphor consisted of five stages: awareness, familiarity,
consideration, purchase, and loyalty.
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Social Media Marketing: Re-Conceptualizing Consumer Behavior
While these fives stages may have worked when there were less channels to reach
uninformed consumers, they certainly are not as applicable to today’s consumer behavior.
Currently, there are more products to choose from, more channels to communicate through, and
more well-informed potential consumers to target. Due to this, it is critical to pinpoint the
moments when consumers are open to influence and re-conceptualize the stages of the
consumer’s purchase process. In other words, marketers must shift away from the linear model
of traditional marketing and towards the circular model of digital marketing with the use of new
and more effective outlets, such as social media, integrated content, and influencers.
Instead of using the funnel metaphor, digital marketing redefines the consumer purchase
process as the consumer decision journey. This circular model of consumer behavior includes
four stages: initial consideration, active evaluation, purchase decision, and post-purchase
experiences (Court, Elzinga, Mulder, & Vetvik, 2009). Edelman (2010) elaborates on the
consumer decision journey by describing every step of the process. The first stage of the journey
assumes that the consumer has already been exposed to and is familiar with a number of products
or brands. At this stage, the consumer has narrowed down a few products they consider. Next, the
consumer goes on to actively evaluate the products or brands that they are considering. This is
the information gathering stage of the journey, and typically the longest stage. Finally, the
consumer chooses which product to buy. This stage is most likely to occur when consumers
encounter the product in stores or while shopping online. Lastly, the consumer goes through the
post-purchase experience where a deeper connection is made through ongoing exposure. If the
consumer enjoys the product, they will advocate for it and form a bond with it. This bond will
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cause the consumer to skip the consideration and evaluation stages in the future. Instead, if they
enjoy, advocate, and bond with the product, the consumer will fall into the loyalty loop, where
they jump from bond to purchase. If the bond does not occur, then they will circle back into the
initial consideration stage again (Edelman, 2010).
The final stage of the consumer decision journey is a critical one for businesses and their
consumers because building a bond with the consumer is extremely valuable to the business’s
marketing efforts. With that bond, not only is the company guaranteed a repeat customer, but this
also strengthens their word-of-mouth marketing. This means that the company is not the only
one advocating for the product or brand. The bond creates new and more influential advocators
that will positively influence their peers who are going through the evaluation stage. This bond
gives the product or brand a larger presence. It is no longer just another item in an ad, but instead
a product that is favored by someone they know. This strengthens the product’s word-of-mouth
marketing, which has become more prevalent and influential in the age of social media.
This bond allows purchasers to use their own social presence among their peers to
leverage the product. Social presence, in terms of digital marketing, refers to the “degree to
which media allows a user to establish personal connection with other users” (Kumar &
Benbasat, 2002, p.2). Social media allows for this. Features such as following, liking,
commenting, and sharing posts via social media platforms are methods of establishing and
maintaining this type of presence with users online. Brands creating a social presence is very
new to the marketing world, considering the fact that none of these features were available
through traditional media channels. However, this new component of branding is essential for a
product to thrive.
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Social presence creates influential word-of mouth marketing between media users. For
example, imagine seeing a billboard ad for a brand, versus seeing your friend post about how
much they love the brand’s new product. What your friend posted is more likely to capture your
attention and motivate you to look into the product because their posts are more important to you
than a billboard ad that you may disregard. Aside from the functions that social media allow, they
have a larger degree of social presence because it allows for a more interpersonal consumer-toconsumer communication, instead of only business-to-consumer (Edelman, 2010).
Celebrity Marketing and Para-Social Presence
In addition to the influential aspect of social presence, an interesting phenomenon occurs
when influences, such as celebrities, become social media users. In these situations, the social
presence that is establish through social media plays a mediating role between celebrities and
para-social interactions with their fans. Para-social interactions occur when a brand or product
has a para-social presence among consumers. These type of interactions include liking,
commenting on, and sharing content via social media. Para-social presence refers the “extent to
which a medium facilitates a sense of understanding, connection, involvement, and interaction
among participating social entities” (Kumar & Benbasat, 2002, p.4). This presence is typically
used to describe how fans view their favorite celebrities. For example, when a fan is “in love”
with an actor or musician, he or she would be considered to be in a para-social relationship with
that celebrity. Some fans are even so invested in this type of para-social relationship that they
don’t realize that the celebrity is unaware of this fictional relationship. In other words, the fan is
in a one-sided relationship with their favorite celebrity.
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According to a study by Kim and Song (2016), celebrities’ self-disclosure on personal
social media accounts, particularly Twitter, affects fans’ perceptions of the celebrities. Their
study, with a sample size of 429 celebrity followers on Twitter, revealed that the celebrities’
“professional self-disclosure (e.g., sharing their work-related life), personal self-disclosure (e.g.,
sharing their personal life such as friends and family), and fans’ retweeting behavior, enhanced
fans’ feeling of social presence” (Kim & Song, 2016, p.570). Further, the study found that
feelings of social presence enhance fans’ para-social interaction with celebrities. These findings
from the study supports the first hypothesis of this study on product marketing in social media, in
that:
H1: There is a positive relationship between the degree of celebrities’ self-disclosure via
a given social media platform and the level of perceived para-social presence.
Para-social presence is a concept that marketers should examine because this is the type
of presence that is established when consumers bond with a brand. Celebrities are similar to
products in the sense that they both have a brand and aim to profit from their consumers. If
consumers are able to establish a bond with successful products, then a celebrity that has a strong
para-social presence has a profitable brand. The more dedicated fans that a celebrity has, the
more products they are able to sell to their fans. Hypothetically, you may be more likely to buy a
ticket for a movie that features your favorite actor, even if the plot doesn’t seem great, merely
because you are dedicated to watch every movie the actor is cast in.
Attachment Styles: A Potential Influence on Para-Social Presence
While establishing a para-social presence for a product and brand can be very beneficial,
it is not an easy thing to achieve. Not every individual is likely to build such a strong one-way

RUNNING HEAD: Effects of Para-Social Presence on the Consumer Decision Journey 8
bond with a brand. Attachment styles play a major role in whether an individual is likely to feel a
para-social presence towards a brand. There are three common attachment styles found in adults
that develop through an individual’s relationship with their parents as a child: secure attachment
and two forms of insecure attachment. Secure attachment is characterized by low avoidance of
intimate relationships and low anxiety about intimate relationships. Individuals with this
attachment style “tend to view themselves and others in a positive light” (Cole & Leets, 1999, p.
498). They also tend to “hold positive relational expectations and believe that real love exists
and it not fleeting” (Cole & Leets, 1999, p.498). The two forms of insecure attachment are
anxious-ambivalent and avoidant. Anxious-ambivalent attachment is characterized by low
avoidance of intimate relationships and high anxiety about intimate relationships, while avoidant
attachment is charactered by high avoidance of intimate relationships and low anxiety about
intimate relationships.
The role of attachment styles in how audience members form para-social relationships
with television personalities has been studied by Cole and Leets (1999). With a sample size of
115 students, the study found that attachment styles are, in fact, related to para-social behavior.
The results indicated that individuals with anxious-ambivalent attachment styles were most
likely to form para-social bonds, while avoidant individuals were the least likely. In relation to
celebrity branding, we would then expect these findings to support the second hypothesis to this
study:
H2: There is a positive relationship between anxious-ambivalent attachment style and the
level perceived para-social presence.
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Finally, a third hypothesis rises from the previous in regards to degree of celebrities’ self
disclosure and viewers’ attachment styles:
H3: Among individuals with an anxious ambivalent attachment style, a high degree of
celebrity self-disclosure via social media will strongly and positively influence the level
of perceived para-social presence.
Considering these findings from both studies, this study aims to find how para-social
presence affects the consumer decision journey. Specifically, the four research questions of this
study investigate the following:
RQ1: Does para-social presence influence consumer’s initial consideration?
RQ2: Does para-social presence influence consumer’s active evaluation?
RQ3: Does para-social presence influence consumer’s purchase decision?
RQ4: Does para-social presence influence consumer’s post-purchase experience?
Based the on the limited amount of existing literature on the topic of para-social presence
and its effects on the consumer decision journey, this study hopes to provide significant findings
that will be insightful for marketing managers and brand developers.
Method
To test the hypotheses and research questions in this study, an experiment was created
and administered via Qualtrics with three conditions. In the interest of time, this study was
conducted with a non-random convenience sample by offering extra credit to participating
students in the communication studies and journalism departments of a university on the central
coast of California. Participants were randomly assigned to view one of Arden Rose’s social
media platforms: Twitter, Instagram, or YouTube. The content on her Twitter account was mostly
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text-based and had low personal self-disclosure. Most of the tweets were in regards to the release
of her new book and her life as a YouTuber. Arden’s Instagram content included texts as well, but
it was mostly focused on photos that revealed more personal self-disclosure, such as her hanging
out at the beach or around her house. Her YouTube content included two videos that shared the
most personal self-disclosure. One video even shares an entire story of her upbringing, family,
friends, and life altogether.
Arden Rose is a internet personality who became popular through her YouTube videos.
Videos include comedic sketches, make-up tutorials, clothing hauls, and other lifestyle-related
content. Arden and her social media platforms were chosen to be the subject of this questionnaire
because she recently wrote and published a book titled Almost Adulting. She has recently been
advertising her book on social media, so her content was relevant to this study. Further, the
content that she produces is relevant to young adults who participated in the questionnaire and
may also be “almost adulting”.
Participants in each group were asked to read or view the content they were provided
with, and then asked questions regarding their demographics, such as gender, sexual orientation,
date of birth, and social media behavior. They were also asked a series of questions using a likert
scale ranging from 1 to 7. The questions were regarding their perception of Arden’s para-social
presence, such as their interest in Arden, how much they believed she resembled them or their
friends, and whether they would be interested in watching her on other platforms or meeting her.
These questions were adapted and modified from the portion of Cole and Leets’ study (1999)
testing for para-social presence. Additionally they were questioned on their stage in the consumer
decision journey for Almost Adulting, including questions regarding their initial consideration,
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active evaluation, purchase decision, and post-purchase experience. The active evaluation
question was answered through free-response text. A content analysis was done to assign
numerical values to the responses. Participants received a 1 if they didn’t know what Arden was
selling, a 2 if they thought she was selling something other than her book, a 3 if they believed
she was selling her book, and a 4 if they thought she was selling her book along with other
things. Finally, participants were asked questions regarding their interpersonal communication
habits in order to determine their attachment style. The attachment style questions were adapted
from Verbeke, Bagozzi, and van den Berg’s Attachment Style Scales (2014). There were 189
college students that participated in this study. A copy of the Qualtrics experiment can be found
in Appendix A.
Measures
To analyze H1 and H2, one-way ANOVA’s were conducted. A two-way ANOVA was
conducted to analyze H3. To analyze RQ’s, correlations were calculated. Results were computed
using SPSS software. The variables being tested in this study are: degree of celebrity’s selfdisclosure via social media, perceived para-social presence, anxious-ambivalent attachment style,
consumer’s initial consideration, active evaluation, purchase decision, and post-purchase
experience.
Results
Hypothesis 1 predicted that were would be a positive relationship between the degree of
celebrities’ self-disclosure via a given social media platform and the level of perceived parasocial presence. In other words, a celebrity’s para-social presence increases as they disclose more
personal and professional information via social media. The one-way ANOVA test revealed a
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statistically significant relationship between celebrity’s degree of self-disclosure via social media
and their perceived para-social presence, F(2, 186) = 13.559, p < 0.001. Fisher’s LSD revealed
that the degree of celebrity’s self-disclosure via YouTube (M = 3.210, SD = 0.7873) resulted in
higher perceived para-social presence than self-disclosure via Instagram (M = 2.781, SD = .
7984). Further, the Fisher LSD revealed that the degree of celebrity’s self-disclosure via
Instagram resulted in higher para-social presence than self-disclosure via Twitter (M = 2.478, SD
= .7815). These findings reject the null hypothesis and concludes that within the population of
interest, increasing self-disclosure from Twitter to Instagram to YouTube also increases
perceived para-social presence.
Next, hypothesis 2 predicted a positive relationship between individuals with anxiousambivalent attachment style and level of perceived para-social presence. In other words,
someone who has anxious-ambivalent attachment will also experience a high level of perceived
para-social presence. The one-way ANOVA test revealed that attachment styles were not
associated with level of perceived para-social presence, F (2, 180) = 1.315, p < 0.001.
Further, hypothesis 3 predicted a that individuals with anxious-ambivalent attachment
style who were exposed to social media content with high degrees of self-disclosure, such as
YouTube, will experience a higher level of perceived para-social presence. The two-way ANOVA
test results revealed that individuals with anxious-ambivalent attachment styles who were
exposed to the high self-disclosure through Arden’s YouTube videos were not associated with
higher levels of perceived para-social presence, F (1, 4) = 1.721, p > 0.05. Although there
weren’t any statistically significant findings in regards to this hypothesis, there was an interesting
finding to note. Individuals with avoidant attachment style experienced the least level of
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perceived para-social presence, followed by anxious-ambivalent, and secure attachment ranking
the highest in the Twitter and Instagram group. However, individuals with secure attachment
style experienced the least level of perceived para-social presence when exposed to the YouTube
content.
The following four research questions asked if there was a relationship between
increasing levels of perceived para-social presence and the consumer decision journey.
Specifically, the first research question asked how perceived para-social presence affects initial
consideration. The correlation test revealed that there is a statistically significant positive
relationship between high levels of perceived para-social presence and initial consideration, r =
0.46. This means that the more participants experienced perceived para-social presence, the more
they initially considered the product being sold.
The second research question asked how perceived para-social presence affects active
evaluation. Interestingly, the correlation test revealed that there is a statically significant negative
relationship between high levels of perceived para-social presence and active evaluation, r =
-0.18. This means that the as participant’s level of perceived para-social presence increased, their
active evaluation of what was being sold in the content decreased.
The third research question asked how perceived para-social presence affects purchase
decisions. The correlation test revealed that there is a statistically significant positive relationship
between high levels of perceived para-social presence and decision to purchase the product, r =
0.56 . This finding tells us that para-social presence is able to increase sales by positively
affecting consumer’s purchase decision.
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Lastly, the fourth research question asked how perceived para-social presence affects
post-purchase experience. The correlation test revealed that there is a statistically significant
positive relationship between between high levels of perceived para-social presence and postpurchase experience, r = 0.55. This means that as para-social presence increases, consumers are
more likely to enjoy, advocate for, and bond with the product. The output charts of each ANOVA
and correlation tests can be found in Appendix B.
Discussion
Purpose and Findings
This research sought to analyze how para-social presence and attachment styles influence
the consumer decision journey. Specifically, the experiment revealed which social media
platform is most effective at establishing a para-social presence based on degree of selfdisclosure that is shared through media. Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube were the three social
media platforms that were included in the study. These three platforms were used to build upon
previous research regarding self-disclosure via Twitter. Attachment styles were also taken into
consideration because they played a role in previous studies. Further, the effects of para-social
presence on the consumer decision was tested to determine if establishing such presence would
be valuable for a brand. The results of the experiment suggest that para-social presence was
significantly associated with self-disclosure across Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube. It was
revealed that YouTube has the potential to establishing the highest level of para-social presence,
whereas Twitter established the lowest level of para-social presence. This finding aligned with
the previous Twitter study that suggested a positive relationship between self-disclosure and
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para-social presence. There were no statistically significant findings in regards to attachment
style’s role on level of perceived para-social presence.
Finally, the study revealed statistically significant findings regarding para-social
presence’s influence on the consumer decision journey. The results of this study suggest that
there is a positive correlation between para-social presence and consumer’s initial consideration,
purchase decision, and post-purchase behavior. This means that as a brand or celebrity’s parasocial presence increases, consumers will be more inclined to consider the product, purchase it,
and advocate for it. This finding is very valuable for marketers looking for new persuasive
strategies to increase sales. The results also suggest that there is a negative correlation between
para-social presence and active evaluation. This means that as a brand or celebrity’s para-social
presence increases, consumers are less aware that what product, if any, is being advertised. It can
be considered a good thing that viewers are unaware that they’re watching an advertisement
when they view a brand or celebrity’s social media content since the public is generally turned
off to ads. However, marketers should be aware of this and make sure to also produce ads that
more explicitly state what product is being sold.
Limitations
This research study was limited in several ways. Given that convenience sampling does
not yield the most representative data, it would have been ideal to do a random sampling method
if there was more time to conduct the survey. Further, there were only 38 individuals with
anxious-ambivalent attachment style who participated in the study, 22 individuals with avoidant
attachment, and 123 individuals with secure attachment. The fact that there were so many more
participants with secure attachment than anxious-ambivalent and avoidant attachment may
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explain why there wasn’t a statistically significant finding in regards to para-social presence and
attachment style despite what previous studies suggested. Social desirability bias may have
played a role in why there were so many participants with secure attachment. Lastly, some
participants seemed to have sped through their manipulated conditions.
Future Research
Although that this study found no statistically significant relationships between parasocial presence and attachment styles, it did reveal an interesting relationship between
individuals with secure attachment style and YouTube content. As previously discussed, secure
attachment ranked the highest in level of perceived para-social presence for participants who
viewed Twitter and Instagram content, yet it ranked the lowest for those in the YouTube group.
Perhaps if in future research the questions regarding attachment style were changed a bit to avoid
social desirability bias, there would be a more balanced amount of participants with different
attachment styles. If future research is able to include a more even number of participants with
different attachment styles, there may be statistically significant findings in regards to para-social
presence and attachment styles. This could also reveal whether the interaction between secure
attachment style and YouTube content was a coincidence or statistically significant. Further
research on individuals with secure attachment viewing YouTube content could also be
conducted to figure out why such interaction happened. Finally, future research should examine a
variety of celebrities and products, as well as other social networking sites.
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Appendix A: Experiment Overview

1.

RUNNING HEAD: Effects of Para-Social Presence on the Consumer Decision Journey19
Please answer the following questions regarding your demographics:
2.

3.

4.

5.
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MANUPULATION:
Group A: Twitter Content
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Group B: Instagram Content
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Group C: Youtube Content

link: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=rC9QN5xqwAQ

link: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=r9Ez5eKuZPw
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QUESTIONAIRRE
Please answer the following questions regarding Arden Rose:
6.

7.

8.
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9.

10.

11.
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12.

13.

14.
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15.

Please answer the following questions regarding the content you just viewed:
16.

17.

18.
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19.

20.

21.

22.
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Lastly, I would love to ask you about some aspects of your interpersonal communication. Please
indicate how well each of the following statements resonate with you:
23.

24.

25.
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26.

27.
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28.

29.
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30.

31.

32.
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Appendix B: Output Charts
H1: Group Assignment & PSP (One-Way ANOVA)
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H2: Attachment Style & PSP (One-Way ANOVA)
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H3: Group Assignment+ Attachment Styles & PSP (Two-Way ANOVA)
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RQ1: PSP& Initial Consideration (Correlation)
RQ2: PSP & Active Evaluation (Correlation)
RQ3: PSP & Purchase (Correlation)
RQ4: PSP & Post-purchase Experience (Correlation)

